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  1 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In this paper I will explore if and how art can be an agent of resistance against the 
unsustainable forces of mass consumption and against the dehumanising effects of mass 
production, both inextricably tied to the contemporary neo-liberal capitalist economy.1  By 
“agent of resistance”, I refer to art’s ability to be a credible, therefore effective, critical voice 
against consumerism and mass production, as well as artistic practice being a site where 
alternative, non-alienated subjectivities can be engendered.  Establishing art’s capacity and 
credibility in critiquing neo-liberal capitalism, is important, at this point in time.  This is 
because economic forces have subsumed every sphere of life – professional, domestic and 
even cultural - causing considerable changes to human identity, social relations, lifestyle and 
the planet.  
 
At the heart of the investigation I posit that such process of subsumption reached its totality 
when the economic structure established consumerism as a social paradigm in order to create 
the consuming subject.2  This means that consumption evolved from being the means to fulfil 
primary needs, to being posited by marketing as the means to fulfil psychological needs.  
Therefore, human identity is now constructed through the lens of consumerism, giving rise to 
Homo Consumptor.3  Accordingly, I will highlight how global consumption practices, at this 
historical juncture in time, are so excessive that they are causing disruptions in many realms 
                                               
1 Bob Jessop, “Liberalism, Neoliberalism, and Urban Governance: A State–Theoretical Perspective,” Antipode 
34, no. 3 (July 2002): 452-472, https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8330.00250. 
Neo-Liberalism is an economic paradigm that ideally operates under specific market conditions which include 
freedom from government restrictions, interventions and regulations, both locally and across borders, as well as 
privitising government owned enterprises and services. 
2 Dave Beech, “Art and Value - Art’s Economic Exceptionalism in Classical, Neoclassical and Marxist 
Economics” (Koninklijke Brill NV:Leiden, 2015), 16-18. 
In Marxian terms, total subsumption is referred to as “Real Subsumption”, describing the extreme process by 
which the capitalist mode of production takes over every sphere of life – social, personal, professional and 
cultural. 
3 Mike Featherstone, “Perspectives on Consumer Culture,” Sociology 24, no. 1 (February 1990): 5-22. 
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of existence and adversely affecting the entire world, hence arguing that current levels of 
manufacturing and consumption are unsustainable.4  
 
To support my enquiry, I will start by providing an overall picture of the ideological nature of 
consumerism.  By grounding my research in the theories of Jean Baudrillard, I will establish 
how consumerism is a system designed to construct human identity and is based on:  (1) the 
manipulation of the subject, to create false needs, (2) the exploitation of labour, to produce 
goods that are inexpensive, (3) the fast devalorisation of objects, to perpetuate sales, and (4) 
the creation of inequity amongst individuals, to generate aspiration.5  Therefore, I will 
demonstrate how modern day slavery, obsolescence and socio-economic inequity are 
structural elements of the current global economy, designed to induce consumption and 
sustain economic growth. 
 
Moreover, as contemporary marketing infiltrates the domestic sphere via consumption 
through cyberspace, I will elaborate on the unregulated collection and use of electronic data 
gathered by businesses through online shopping.  In this regard, I will argue that such 
information is used to create new consumer subjectivities and compel further consumption.6  
Consequently, I will question the notion of consumer agency by demonstrating that 
consumerism is used for manipulation and soft surveillance.  To back up these assertions, I 
will discuss the concept of “governmentality” postulated by Michael Foucault.7  Furthermore, 
I will bring into the conversation Antonio Gramsci’s notion of “consent and coercion”. 8 
                                               
4 Michele Micheletti & Dietlind Stolle, “Fashioning Social Justice Through Political Consumerism, Capitalism, 
and the Internet,” Cultural Studies 22, no. 5 (September 2008): 749-769. 
5 Jean Baudrillard, The Consumer Society – Myths and Structures (London: Sage Publications, 1998), 1-24. 
6 Detlev Zwick and Nikhilesh Dholakia, “Consumer Subjectivity in the Age of Internet: The Radical Concept of 
Marketing Control Through Customer Relationship Management,” Information and Organization 14, no. 3 
(July 2004): 211-236, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infoandorg.2004.01.002. 
7 Michel Foucault, “Governmentality,” in The Foucault Effect - Studies in Governmentality, ed. Graham 
Burchell, Colin Gordon and Peter Miller (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1991), 87-104. 
8 Robert W. Cox, “Gramsci, Hegemony and International Relations: An Essay in Method,” Millennium: Journal 
of International Studies 12, no. 2 (June 1983): 162-175, 
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/03058298830120020701. 
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Here, I will provide an outline of how consumerism homogenises behaviour and how such 
conformity helps hegemonic forces control the population, thus showing that consumerism is 
a political instrument and that the notion of democracy is a myth.  Throughout this discussion 
I will offer some examples of the connection between art and consumerism, to emphasise 
art’s apparent ambiguity and reiterate the need to establish its exceptionalism. 
 
To provide evidence of how art can be discursively resistant to the politics of consumerism, I 
will analyse the oeuvre of relevant artists, starting with Marcel Duchamp.  One of the 
narratives of Duchamp’s art, made with everyday objects and discarded materials, was the 
notion of mocking the idea of “good taste” of the aspirational middle class consumer.9  I will 
then look at the art of Robert Rauschenberg, whose works, created with rejected cardboard 
boxes, critique the obsolescence associated with consumerism.10  I will also evaluate the 
oeuvre of Andy Warhol, who produced objects that conveyed the notion of consumerism 
being based on aesthetic appeal.11  Moreover, I will elaborate on the work of Thomas 
Hirschhorn, whose sculptures, made with packaging discards, epitomise the moral deficit of 
capitalism and the irrationality of excessive consumption.12   
 
I will then talk about my own artistic practice, wherein I produce objects by appropriating 
industrial manufacturing methods, such as template cutting and spray painting, and carrying 
them out by hand, working with discarded cardboard boxes.  Through an analysis of my own 
art I will evaluate how the choice of materials and the construction processes epitomise the 
dystopic aspect of consumerism.  Furthermore, I will explore how the act of making art using 
                                               
9 T. J. Berard, “Dada between Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy and Bourdieu’s Distinction – Existenz and Conflict 
in Cultural Analysis,” Theory, Culture and Society 16, no. 1 (February 1999): 141-165. 
10 Yve-Alain Bois, Claire Elliot and Josef Helfenstein, Robert Rauschenberg: Cardboards and Related Pieces 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007). 
11 Paul Mattick, “The Andy Warhol of Philosophy and the Philosophy of Andy Warhol” Critical Inquiry 24, no. 
4 (Summer, 1998): 965-987 
12 Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Detritus and Decrepitude: The Sculpture of Thomas Hirschhorn,” Oxford Art 
Journal 24, no. 2 (2001): 43-56. 
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such resources and techniques can be a form of resistance against the dehumanisation of 
mass-production.   
 
Finally, I will back up my considerations and conclusions by drawing on the writings of 
artists and authors Gregory Sholette and Dave Beech to discuss how, in spite of the 
contemporary artworld operating within an economic structure based on the absolute 
commodification of life, art can still be considered autonomous.  Therefore, I will argue that 
art can be an agent of resistance. 
 
 
  5 
IDENTITY, POLITICS AND CONSUMERISM. 
Given that we live in a consumer society, it is legitimate to wonder if art, traditionally seen as 
outside the capitalist mode of production, is in fact as exceptional as it has been customarily 
regarded or it is an integral part of the commodification system.13  The contemporary site of 
consumerism is constructed entirely via the production of imagery, with advertising and 
marketing representing life as a perfect design.  Therefore, the fact that consumption is highly 
aestheticised somehow bundles art with it and renders art part and parcel of the economy.  
Furthermore, art is part of culture.  This means that it is perceived as being in competition 
with overwhelming amounts of imagery and with the highly monetised entertainment and 
mass media industries, inevitably reiterating its nexus with the economy.  Determining art’s 
exceptionalism, then, is important in order to establish its autonomy and, consequently, its 
ability to credibly critique and oppose the very neo-liberal capitalist structure within which it 
operates.  This argument about art’s autonomy is not new.  However, under neo-liberal 
capitalism and its pervasive consumerist ideology, the political and economic conditions 
underpinning contemporary art production are particularly fraught. 
 
Since the industrial revolution, consumption practices have gradually become the structural 
element of a global economic system based on mechanised production on a massive scale.14 
Specifically, one of the main drivers of contemporary capitalism is the endless manufacturing 
of commodities, rendering economic growth contingent upon an inexhaustible amount of 
consumption.  However, this notion is inherently problematic because fundamental human 
needs are finite, so they cannot sustain the production and consumption of commodities 
                                               
13 Gregory Sholette, “Bare Art, Debt, Oversupply, Panic! (On the Contradiction of a Twenty-First-Century Art 
Education),” In Delirium and Resistance – Activist Art and the Crisis of Capitalism, ed. Kim Charnley (London: 
Pluto Press, 2017), 53-77.  https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1n7qkm9. 
14 Diana Crane, “Environmental Change and The Future of Consumption: Implications for Consumer Identity,” 
Anuario Filosòfico 43, no. 2 (2010): 353-379. 
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needed to keep the financial system growing and prospering.15  Therefore, new needs must be 
constantly fostered.  
 
Consequently, economic forces promote consumer items as performing much more than their 
utilitarian function, with objects being portrayed as something that can satisfy needs that go 
beyond the physical realm.  Here, by visually representing the articles in a way that appeals 
to the individual’s imagination, marketing creates a world of desires and fantasies, thus 
generating psychological needs.  The subject then projects these dreams onto the object in 
question which, consequently, acquires signification.  Jean Baudrillard called such denotation 
“sign value”, meaning that certain items are perceived as conferring specific attributes to the 
owner via the power of their signs.  As such, the ownership of those objects contributes to the 
construction of the self.16   
 
The notion of utilising representations to shape human perception is hardly new.  In fact, the 
contemporary use of visual imagery, imbued with signs to shape identity, is comparable to 
the medieval use of metaphors and allegories, employed in the art of poetry, to convey 
standards of morality to the uneducated masses.  Such stories were used to lead humanity 
with a specific sense of vision and direction and, in the process, build people’s identity in a 
guided manner.17   History provides abundant examples of artistic means used to influence 
the way we think and see ourselves, thus bundling art with propaganda and reiterating the 
doubt about art’s autonomy. Baroque art came to be known as Counter-Reformation art, as it 
was used by the Catholic church to relaunch Catholicism in answer to the increasing 
popularity of Protestantism.  Early twentieth century artists Vladimir Mayakovsky and 
Alexander Rodchenko produced slogans and advertising for the Russian state-owned 
                                               
15 Baudrillard, The Consumer Society, 37-47.   
16 Ibid   
17 Barbara B. Stern, “Roots of Advertising Strategy for the Mass Market,” Journal of Marketing 52, no. 3 (July 
1988): 84-94. 
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business Mossel’prom, in a bid to create a socialist aesthetic style that would encourage the 
proletariat to consume in a measured way.18  The duo’s work was so popular that it won a 
medal at the 1925 International Exhibition in Paris, legitimising the use of art in advertising 
and contributing to embed culture in the economy.19  These manipulative practices still take 
place in contemporary times, albeit in different ways, as technology has created different 
communication methods.  This has engendered new subjectivities and vastly increased 
consumption levels, rendering Baudrillard’s sign theory more relevant than ever.   
 
As much of life is now lived through virtual technology, sensuous images, containing signs, 
intensely target the prospective customer, as the computer provides another avenue for 
marketing to intrude personal space.  For example, on social media the internet algorithm 
takes note of the person’s interests via their posts and activity, delivering bespoke 
promotional imagery that provides a perfect fit for the user’s personality.  Advertising 
becomes the friendly accomplice that proposes consumerism as the perfect way to express 
individuality.  Consumption is, therefore, posited as the means for the subject to reach their 
highest potential, with images that convey the immaculate representation of a fantasy.  A 
world of possibilities opens up, as the individual is proposed, for example, the perfect skin on 
the perfect body, wearing the perfect clothes, walking down the perfect street, in perfect 
weather, in the perfect holiday destination.  Baudrillard compares such depictions to a Tromp 
L’Oeil – so real that it is even more perfect than the actual thing - an “enchanted simulation”.  
Here, the artifice has an enormous power of seduction, insofar as its allure is so potent that it 
is capable of hijacking the existing reality and shaping thinking ability, thus building 
subjectivity.20  The attraction centres around the fundamental premises of uniqueness, 
                                               
18 Elza Ibroscheva, “The Unbearable Lightness of Advertising: Culture, Media and the Rise of Advertising in 
Socialist Bulgaria,” Consumption Markets and Culture 16, no. 3 (2013): 290-310. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10253866.2012.668365 
19 Ibid 
20 Jean Baudrillard, Seduction, trans. Brian Singer (Montreal: CTheory Books, 2001), 60-67. 
  8 
perfection and happiness, entrenching human identity in consumerism through the notions of 
beauty, wealth and distinction.21  Of course, the liberation of these fantasies is easier than 
ever in contemporary times, with the online realm delivering everything at the individual’s 
fingertips with the simple click of a button. 
 
Consumerism capitalises on the idea of uniqueness by glamourising the notion of difference, 
giving the subject the illusion of standing out from the overwhelming mass by asserting their 
own individuality through their consumption style.22  Contemporary Neo-liberal capitalism 
cunningly identifies minority markets - even marginalised groups – and acknowledges them.  
This is achieved through marketing campaigns that celebrate their difference, therefore 
signalling acceptance and successfully subsuming such groups into the economic structure.  
The art world is no different in this endeavor, given that small communities are marketed as 
creatively unique and their artworks fetch considerable sums, often within international 
economic circuits, even though such groups may continue to live in abject poverty and 
neglect.   
 
However, this concept that consumption practices are a tool for differentiation is deceptive 
because, in reality, consumerism does the very opposite of conferring uniqueness.  As 
clusters of people acquire the same fashion style, own the same brands and pursue the same 
experiences, society is effectively homogenised.  Consumerism, then, creates models to 
which people, driven by their desire to distinguish themselves, unwittingly end up 
conforming.23  Consequently, this notion of inimitability is a fabrication, particularly as 
globalisation and online consumption have all but achieved the total standardisation of 
humanity.  Yet, in spite of this blatantly misleading idea of distinctiveness, the predominant 
                                               
21 David Graeber, “Consumption,” Current Anthropology 52, no. 4 (August 2011): 489-511. 
22 Baudrillard, The Consumer Society, 87-98.   
23 Ibid  
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aspect of human identity in contemporary times remains one of individualism.  This is fast 
resulting in the abandonment of traditional notions of community and the common good, 
therefore changing the nature of social relations and increasingly engendering isolation. 
 
From a governing perspective, minimising individuality facilitates the dominance of large 
groups.24   The need to use the site of consumerism to achieve control arose in eighteenth 
century Europe, with the appearance of the modern state and the decline of religion.25  Before 
then, society was under the pastoral authority of the church, whose power was exercised over 
subjects on an individual basis - priest to person – and based upon the moral premise of 
spiritual salvation.  However, with the establishment of secularism, the hegemonic forces 
needed a new model to exercise influence over the growing masses without struggle and 
rebellion.  This imperative was rendered even more pressing by a rapidly increasing 
population, an effect of the prosperity stemming from the industrial revolution.26  The basic 
premise was that people could be kept in abeyance by shaping human identity according to 
specific behavioural patterns, resulting in a predictable collective conduct and enabling the 
state to maintain order and peace.   
 
The new forms of power were no longer exercised upon the individual by the fear of losing 
one’s soul, as previously enacted by religious institutions.  Rather, control was achieved by 
constructing new subjectivities based on moral values that embodied notions of 
independence, equality and agency, linking these standards to the economic paradigm.  This 
meant liberation for all, from poverty and lack, the equal right for all, to access material 
security, and advancement for all, by encouraging aspiration.  Therefore, by gradually 
shaping new identities via material gratification, even the working class - the site where 
                                               
24 Ibid   
25 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” Critical Inquiry 8, no. 4 (Summer 1982): 777-795. 
26 Ibid   
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struggle was traditionally articulated and subversion arose – started to aspire to a certain type 
of material prosperity.  Consequently, the working class willingly integrated into, thus 
submitted to, the order of consumption constituted by capitalism. 
 
Michel Foucault refers to this way of exercising authority as “governmentality” – a process 
through which peaceful dominance is attained by the illusion of equal relations of power, 
even though the parameters of such liberty are invariably set by the governing forces.27  In 
the contemporary neo-liberal economy the social order is maintained as the subject is kept 
entranced by pursuing their own aspirations, benefiting both the economic system that needs 
consumers, and the state, that can more easily govern a distracted population.28   
 
Neo-Marxist Italian philosopher and politician Antonio Gramsci referred to this dynamic as 
“consent and coercion” - a situation wherein power is established with the consent of the 
masses but where coercion remains a possibility.29  Today’s sites of consumerist practice 
provide a successful platform to exercise this type of authority, under the sway of Gramscian 
“complex superstructures”.30  These institutions are intricate, quasi-abstract configurations 
embodied by political forces that have gradually become enmeshed with powerful economic 
interests and, as such, have transitioned from specific, local interests to an elaborate and 
uniform global ideology - “neo-liberal capitalism”.31  Such ideology equates the moral values 
of freedom and democracy with the individual’s right to gain affluence, positing aspiration to 
wealth as a moral standard and effectively establishing capital as a culture.  Therefore, the 
neo-liberal capitalist status quo is socially entrenched and all but fully accepted as the norm, 
even though it caters predominantly for a privileged few because its aspirational basis 
                                               
27 Ibid   
28 Antony Beckett, “Governing the Consumer: Technologies of Consumption,” Consumption Markets & Culture 
15, no. 1 (March 2012): 1-18, https://doi.org/10.1080/10253866.2011.604495. 
29 Cox, “Gramsci,” 162-175. 
30 Ibid   
31 Ibid   
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guarantees its survival only in a perennial state of inequality.32  The greater the number of 
people in poverty, the greater the number of people aspiring to unrealistic levels of 
prosperity, guaranteeing economic growth.   
  
This style of governance can easily transmute into tyranny, as the line that separates 
unobtrusive authority from blatant abuse of power can be crossed, particularly if control of 
the population becomes harder to exercise. This could certainly turn out to be the case in 
contemporary times, as internet technology is facilitating the hyperbolic circulation of 
information, rendering people more aware and harder to keep in abeyance.  Here, Gramsci’s 
notion of coercion becomes relevant, given that economic and political forces have co-opted 
this information framework and use it to retain their hegemonic power.  Specifically, every 
action performed in cyberspace is coded, analysed and interpreted.  In the realm of 
consumption, electronic databases are used to create the hyper-individualised consumer, as 
the customer’s data is harvested, collated and, over a period of time, an identity model is 
constructed, unbeknownst to the person.33  By gathering records, corporations can build a 
basic personality profile of the consumer and utilise such understanding as a matrix to figure 
out predispositions and predict likely behaviours.  Commercial entities use such material to 
propose, back to the individual, items of consumption that they might identify with.  Through 
this process, new forms of consumer subjectivities are created, as sellers produce new needs 
from existing consumption activities that reveal latent tendencies that the consumer might not 
even have been aware of.34   
 
On social platforms, where people consume imagery and information, every post and every 
click on a link is recorded by an algorithm which then collates information about the user’s 
                                               
32 Ibid   
33 Ibid   
34 Beckett, “Governing,” 1-18. 
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interests.  This knowledge is liable to be misused, as the political sphere can also purchase 
the data to create reading material that can sway the swinging voter in a specific direction.  
This means that information generated within the digital network can be appropriated by the 
complex superstructures as a means to further exercise influence.35  Therefore, consumerist 
practices in the realm of the internet are increasingly becoming an instrument of soft 
surveillance and control.  Here, manipulation is posited as agency and neo-liberal capitalism 
risks becoming a financial dictatorship, emphasising the need to regulate the collection and 
utilisation of consumer information.  Therefore, contemporary consumerism is a political 
issue.  Such requirement becomes even more urgent as the data collected on a global scale is 
used to formulate local consumption patterns which are marketed back to society at large as 
established social norms.  This practice encourages recalcitrant customers to conform or risk 
feeling like social outcasts, prompting engagement in the suggested consumption habits and 
further entrenching consumerism in human identity.  
 
However, as globalisation is creating a paradigm wherein disproportionate levels of 
consumption are adversely affecting vast communities worldwide, the problematics 
associated with the neo-liberal capitalist economy are fast emerging as a site of struggle.  For 
example, industrial production is increasingly outsourced to geographical spaces where there 
is a vast poverty contingent.36  Often, in these countries, local regulatory regimes do not offer 
enough protection to the workers and the environment.  Therefore, the resulting exploitation 
of labour and environmental changes in many of these places are creating disruptive events 
worldwide, as unprecedented amounts of people are migrating to escape poverty and 
hunger.37  Such unparalleled movement of people is catalysing a global migration crisis 
                                               
35 Zwick and Dholakia, “Consumer Subjectivity,” 211-236. 
36 Timothy J. Scrase, “Precarious Production, Globalisation and Artisan Labour in the Third World,” Third 
World Quarterly 24, no. 3 (June 2003): 449-461. 
37 Steven Castles, “Migration, Crisis and the Local Labour Market,” Globalizations 8, no. 3 (June 2011): 311-
324. 
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which, in recent decades, has created dysfunctional dynamics in many of the host countries, 
such as violence and discrimination against the newcomers, as well as exploitation of migrant 
labour.38  Additionally, by moving production abroad, organisations contribute to rising 
unemployment in their own homelands.  This renders the job market more competitive and, 
consequently, lowers work standards, as potential employees have little or no leverage.  
Accordingly, the global social divide between classes is becoming ever more extreme.39   
 
Furthermore, chemicals produced via industrial processes are causing unparalleled levels of 
air pollution.40  Waters, soil and plants are contaminated by the leachate of many poisonous 
substances, such as, for example, phthalates, the plasticisers often contained in take-away 
food boxes, millions of which are often mindlessly discarded into the environment.41  These 
problems are aggravated by the toxicity of rejected, devalorised technology – E-waste - 
which leaches deadly pollutants that include acids, cadmium, lithium and lead.42  
Consequently, the survival of many species is now threatened, and the future of our planet is 
consigned to a state of precariousness. 
 
The art world is not exempt from the problematics of neo-liberal capitalism seeing that art 
indirectly contributes to the disruptive mechanisms intrinsic of the economic system, via the 
activities of marketing, advertising, cultural tourism and gentrification.  Many low-key 
neighbourhoods are a beacon to artists thanks to housing affordability.  This becomes a tool 
in the hands of real estate businesses and local governments, who appropriate the notion of 
                                               
38 Ibid   
39 Ibid   
40 Paige G. Werman, “A Wasteful Disposition: How a Consumerist Society Can Slowly Become Zero-Waste,” 
(PhD diss., Fordham University, 2016), 7-11. 
41 Paulina A. Przybylińska and Mirosław Wyszkowski, “Environmental Contamination with Phthalates and Its 
Impact on Living Organisms,” The Journal of Society of Ecological Chemistry and Engineering 23, no. 2 (July 
2016): 347-356, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1515/eces-2016-0024. 
42 Agence France Press, “World’s Mountain of Electrical Waste Reaches New Peak of 42m Tonnes,” The 
Guardian, April 19, 2015,  https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/apr/19/worlds-mountain-of-
electrical-waste-reaches-new-peak-of-42m-tonnes. 
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“creative settlements”.  Such vision is subsequently marketed as attractive, instigating 
transformation and, consequently, generating tourism and public interest, all of which 
practically translate into higher rents and the dislocation, from their community, of large 
groups of people who cannot afford such rents.43   
 
Given such fraught circumstances, then, it stands to reason to further investigate the status of 
artistic production as autonomous from this unsustainable economy, in order to understand if 
and how art can effectively critique the very conditions within which it operates and in 
which, sometimes, it even appears to be complicit. 
 
 
                                               
43 Sholette, “Bare Art,” in Delirium and Resistance, 53-77. 
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THE STRUGGLE AGAINST CONSUMERISM - THE ART OF RESISTANCE. 
Excessive discards are a synecdoche of our dysfunctional economic structure.  Therefore, it is 
not surprising that trash is a material often employed by artists to critique consumerism and 
the broader socio-political structure.  As far back as the early 1900s, when the egalitarian 
utopia promised by the industrial revolution started to reveal its dystopic aspects, artists such 
as Marcel Duchamp gifted the world with the momentous “ready-made” – the art object 
made with everyday items, sometimes even trash - as shown by Bicycle Wheel (fig. 1).   
 
 
Figure 1. Marcel Duchamp, Bicycle Wheel, 1951. Metal wheel mounted on painted wood stool,  
51 x 25 x 16 1/2" (129.5 x 63.5 x 41.9 cm). 
https://www.moma.org/learn/moma_learning/marcel-duchamp-bicycle-wheel-new-york-1951-third-version-
after-lost-original-of-1913 
 
The use of such materials was an overt challenge to the established social norms of the time, 
as the elevation of commonplace items to the high status of art parodied the idea of “good 
taste”.  This idea epitomised the concept of finesse, which originally belonged to aristocracy 
but rapidly became a desirable trait amongst an emerging middle class that wanted to gain 
  16 
affluence. 44  Thanks to such desire to achieve distinction, it was in this very social layer that 
capital found its most successful articulation and evolved into the aspirational system it is 
today. 
  
 
Figure 2. Robert Rauschenberg, Lake Placid/Glori-Fried/Yarns from New England, 1971. Cardboard, rope 
and wood pole. Dimensions variable. 
https://www.rauschenbergfoundation.org/art/artwork/lake-placid-glori-fried-yarns-new-england-cardboard 
 
Duchamp’s ready-mades found a continuing voice in the 1950s via the works of Robert 
Rauschenberg, who was concerned about consumerism establishing itself as a cultural value 
and cementing excessive consumption practices as a normal part of life. 45  This is because 
the period immediately after World War II, in America, was marked by rapid economic 
expansion, with unprecedented amounts of production and consumption, therefore generating 
                                               
44 Berard, “Dada,” 141-165. 
45 Bois, Elliot, Helfenstein, Robert Rauschenberg. 
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enormous quantities of waste, particularly in New York.  Staten Island was famous for 
housing Fresh Kills – the largest landfill in the world at the time, opened in 1948 and closed 
down in 2001 and capable of housing 150 million tonnes of waste.46   
 
Accordingly, Lake Placid/Glori-Fried/Yarns from New England (fig. 2), from the 
Cardboards series, voices Rauschenberg’s apprehension about humanity’s perspective on 
refuse.  The surface carries the unaltered signs of the cardboard in its found condition, with 
the original staples and tape clearly visible.  Furthermore, the dents acquired throughout the 
travels, the deteriorated print from exposure to the elements and constant handling, the pen 
markings, the rips and stains, all dialogue about the function of the box as a protection for 
commodities, ready to be abandoned on a footpath after its purpose has been fulfilled.  
Hence, the items bear witness to the deliberate obsolescence of packaging and epitomise the 
notion of alienation.47   The printed words “Yarns from New England” or “Lake Placid 
Florida Citrus” document the contents and their provenance, therefore conveying the global 
nature of commercial enterprises and rendering the material indexical.  The use of the debris 
is not entirely dystopic, however, as the cardboard is given a new lease of life and, ironically, 
a considerable economic value within the very system that produces it without any annexed, 
significant exchange value.48  It is this kind of inconsistency that raises the doubt as to 
whether art can assert its autonomy and credibly critique contemporary political conditions.   
 
                                               
46 Lucy Lippard, “New York Comes Clean – the Controversial Story of the Fresh Kills Dumpsite,” The 
Guardian, October 28, 2016. https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2016/oct/28/new-york-comes-clean-fresh-
kills-staten-island-notorious-dumpsite 
47 Anna Dezeuze, “Assemblage, Bricolage, and the Practice of Everyday Life,” Art Journal 67, no. 1 (Spring, 
2008): 31-37. 
48 Ibid 
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Figure 3. Andy Warhol, Brillo Box (Soap Pads), 1964. Synthetic polymer paint and silkscreen ink on wood, 
43.3 x 43.2 x 36.5 cm. https://www.moma.org/collection/works/81384 
 
Unlike Rauschenberg’s work, Warhol’s Brillo Box (Soap Pads) (fig. 3) conveys absolutely 
nothing that relates to its real-life experience, except for the logo.  In fact, the box is made of 
wood and is much larger than the actual packaging, epitomising the idea of the artifice.  The 
container, posited as an aesthetic form, conveys the concept of shallowness as intrinsic to 
consumerism because shoppers tend to choose products based on their visual appeal rather 
than quality and functionality.  As such, the work communicates that aestheticisation is at the 
very core of consumerist ideology, reiterating the perception of collusion between art and 
capitalism.  This impression of complicity is confirmed by the means of production, given 
that the visual is obtained by a commercial manufacturing method – screen printing – 
therefore it can be perceived as embracing industrialisation.  In fact, it was this very means of 
production that rendered Warhol’s work momentous, because it overthrew traditional art and 
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art market notions of value related to the ways of making the art object and its uniqueness.  
Consequently, as the Brillo Box renders the industrial reproduction a work of art, it can also 
be seen as espousing capitalism, rather than opposing it, highlighting the concern as to 
whether art actually operates outside ordinary modes of production. 
 
Conversely, Thomas Hirschhorn’s oeuvre – which the artist refers to as sculpture – seems 
unequivocal in its critique of excessive consumerism.  In fact, upon first contact with his 
work, the viewer is faced with the grim spectacle of degradation, conveyed through the 
overwhelming amount of waste.49  Hirschhorn employs incessant quantities of discarded 
materials that express the reality of planned obsolescence, thus emphasising the negative 
consequences of excessive mass production and consumerist practices inextricably linked to 
global neo-liberal capitalist economy. 
 
In Too Too – Much Much, (fig. 4) the space of the entire room is submerged in packaging 
debris.  The installation as a chamber is set up to evoke the notion of the home environment.  
Through this idea of the domestic habitat overrun by rubbish, the work communicates the 
sense that human life is focused exclusively on consumption.  In front of the divan, the site of 
the traditional coffee table is replaced by a plethora of trophies interspersed amongst the cans.  
The prizes – an emblem of achievement - mingle with the waste, becoming an integral part of 
the rubbish and pointing to the triumph of obsolescence.  Furthermore, in this space, any 
notion of higher ideals associated with the concepts of excellence evoked by the awards, is 
undermined by the degradation of the waste.  Therefore, the marriage of trophies and debris 
conveys that ethics are annihilated by the contemporary culture of material gratification, 
epitomising the moral deficit of neo-liberal capitalism. 
                                               
49 Simon Sheikh, “Planes of Immanence, or The Form of Ideas: Notes on the (Anti-)Monuments of Thomas 
Hirschhorn,” Afterall: A Journal of Art, Context and Enquiry 9, no. 9 (Spring/Summer 2004): 90-98. 
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Figure 4.  Thomas Hirschorn, “Too Too - Much Much”, 2010. Mannequins and found objects, dimensions 
variable. https://www.artworksforchange.org/portfolio/thomas-hirschhorn/ 
 
This conversation about the triumph of material values goes further, as the spotlight that one 
would expect to shine on trophies, shines, instead, on the female mannequins in the vitrines 
behind the couch.  Here, there is a clear allusion that women are simply other objects of 
display within a global economy that commodifies everything, including gender and the 
human body.  Such inference is reiterated as the clothes on the mannequins are made from 
packaging materials, articulating the notion that women’s bodies are an item for 
consumption.  Specifically, the stylish outfits point to the pivotal role of fashion in 
constructing female subjectivity, hinting to the collusion between clothing industry and mass-
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media in producing and distributing imagery of hypersexualised female forms and, in the 
process, objectifying women.50 
 
Conversely, the unclothed female mannequins partially buried in the rubbish convey an 
impression of irrelevance and anonymity, as opposed to their glamorous counterparts which, 
by being posited above the heap and sheltered from the rubbish, evoke the idea of privilege.  
Here, the viewer is confronted with the reality of hierarchies within hierarchies, meaning that 
even amongst the othered layers of society, such as women and non-western ethnicities, there 
are highly unequal relations of power.   
 
This notion of disparity is part of the logic of capitalism, as the naked mannequins convey to 
the spectator that even though consumerism is based on the egalitarian premise that the 
unremitting production of goods can provide affluence and wellbeing for all, this otherwise 
democratic ideal is a myth.  As such, Hirschhorn’s sculpture decries the fairy tale of 
democracy associated with the site of consumerism, exposing the dark side of capitalist 
ideology.  The concept of inequality is further reiterated as the mountain of remnants 
resembles a landfill site, evoking notions of surplus waste that is often shipped to poorer 
countries so that the quotidianity of the prosperous democracies is sanitised from the 
dysfunctionality of mass-consumption.51  
 
The discarded technology amongst the debris, in Too Too – Much Much (fig. 5),  prompts a 
dialogue on the practice of devalorisation, as the e-waste points to the planned obsolescence 
of electronic goods, the lifespan of which is deliberately shortened to perpetuate 
                                               
50 Debra Merskin, “Reviving Lolita? A Media Literacy Examination of Sexual Portrayals of Girls in Fashion 
Advertising,” American Behavioural Scientist 48, no. 1 (September 2004): 119-120, 
DOI:10.1177/0002764204267257. 
51 Edd de Coverly, Pierre McDonagh, Lisa O’Malley and Maurice Patterson, “Hidden Mountain – The Social 
Avoidance of Waste,” Journal of Macromarketing 28, no. 3 (September 2008): 289-303. 
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consumption.52  The technological waste asks the viewer to contemplate the thought that, by 
mindlessly updating equipment without questioning why it is so short lived, society becomes 
entirely complicit with the globalised capitalist regime.53  From this perspective, 
Hirschhorn’s oeuvre is an alternative, temporary archival site, wherein the moral and ethical 
shortfalls of current neo-liberal economic practices are effectively documented.   
 
 
Figure 5.  Thomas Hirschorn, “Too Too - Much Much”, 2010. Found objects, dimensions variable. 
https://contemporaryartlinks.blogspot.com/2010/11/thomas-hirschhorn-too-too-much-much.html 
 
 
Nevertheless, Hirschhorn’s work, too, remains enigmatic to a degree, insofar as it raises the 
question of where the materials are sourced and whether if, by sourcing them, the artist could 
                                               
52 Andrew Herod, Graham Pickren, Al Rainnie and Susan McGrath-Champ, “Waste, Commodity Fetishism and 
the Ongoingness of Economic Life,” Area 45, no. 3 (2013): 376-382. 
53 Ibid 
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be rendering himself complicit with the very system that his work critiques. This reiterates 
the doubt as to whether art can effectively function as a form of resistance against the 
unsustainable economic system that it operates within. 
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THE STRUGGLE AGAINST ALIENATION - THE ART OF UNDERSTANDING. 
I think of Rauschenberg’s Cardboards as I rescue the damaged cardboard box from the 
garbage room and walk back to my studio armed with this unkempt carton riddled with 
marks, ready to start a conversation. 
 
 
Figure 6. Cardboard box salvaged from garbage room. 
 
The opened box is placed flat on the table, revealing its template design (fig. 6).  However, I 
draw a new pattern, superimposed on the original one, to provide the base for more cardboard 
layers to come.  As the outline of the new shape emerges, it provides a first glimpse of 
creation.  Given the nature of the material, one would think that cutting the new contour can 
be done quite easily, but the cardboard’s size and thickness render the process awkward and 
laborious, calling for a high level of concentration and physical involvement.  Here, the focus 
required to carry out the cutting creates a space wherein the deliberate movements become 
quasi-performative, almost ritualistic.  This engenders a total engagement - mental and 
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corporeal - with the object, giving rise to a physical connection between maker and work.  It 
is such complete involvement of mind and body, with the action of making, that renders 
artistic practice a reflective site wherein understanding can be potentially catalysed and 
knowledge can be produced. 
 
When the initial idea turns into a new, tangible form, there is a sense of empowerment, as this 
signals the imminent transformation of something produced via a completely impersonal 
mechanised process into an item imbued with the energy of life, as the object and producer 
become linked via the act of creating.  A sensation of personal agency arises through the 
realisation that, by the complete process of making, from beginning to end, the work becomes 
an extension of the self.54  Establishing this relationship between work and creator is pivotal 
in order to argue that artistic practice can inherently be a form of resistance against the 
dehumanising forces of mass production simply by the wholistic act of making.  This is 
because, in recognising such a link, it becomes manifest how the fragmentation of mass-
production triggers a disconnection from the self, as makers are estranged from their own 
labour.  Karl Marx referred to this dehumanising process as “alienation”.55 
 
Such a fundamental notion explains, then, why a complete process of production, within art 
for example, can open sites where alternative subjectivities can be built.  Furthermore, the 
concept of the alienated self, resulting from estranged labour, demonstrates why the 
construction of identity gradually moved to the sites of consumerism, given that entire craft 
practices were gradually gobbled up by mechanised production.  This shift rendered 
                                               
54 Stephen G. Dewyer, “Arte Povera and Italian Autonomia: Presenting the Laborer,” (April 2008): 1-23, 
http://www.stephengdewyer.com/PDF%20files/Arte_Povera_and_Italian_Autonomia,_Presenting_the_Laborer.
pdf. 
55 Karl Marx, “Estranged Labour,” in Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, trans. Martin Mulligan 
(Progress Publishers: Moscow, 1959), 28-35. 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/pdf/Economic-Philosophic-Manuscripts-1844.pdf 
 
  26 
consumption well and truly the new form of labour – albeit of a social nature - replacing 
vanquished, holistic labour practices and creating a new contemporary paradigm within 
which the individual connects to, and makes meaning of, the external world.  In present 
times, people construct themselves predominantly through what they own and consume.  
Therefore, the meanings created via integral acts of making have been progressively replaced 
by new significations associated with the ownership of objects, effecting new, though 
alienated, subjectivities. 56  Nevertheless, in spite of artisanal trades gradually disappearing 
from the realm of production, the creative industries are experiencing an unprecedented 
growth. 57   This indicates a stronger than ever impulse to return to holistic manufacturing 
methods to challenge the unparalleled levels of alienation and return to a state of 
connectedness. 
 
The conversation about making meaning via consumerist practices is at the core of A 72 Inch 
Screen and Australian Pineapples (fig. 7).  The title is partly borne out of the pineapple 
advertising featured on the box and partly because one of the other boxes employed bore 
evidence of once being the packaging for a television screen.  The extremely ripped remnants 
of the television box, abandoned in an alley, evoked the notion that domestic life and 
entertainment experiences have all been assimilated by the logic of capital, as culture has 
been appropriated by capitalism and its mass-mediation.  The mangled packaging suggested 
the idea that family time that could bring people closer together, or communication platforms 
that could contribute to the intellectual elevation of humanity, are lived at their lowest 
denominator, as they are delivered to audiences primarily through the commercial filters of 
commodification.  Everything that contributes to build subjectivity is offered through the lens 
of a materialistic perspective, losing sight of ethical values.58  
                                               
56 Dewyer, “Arte Povera,” 1-23. 
57 Sholette, “Bare Art,” in Delirium and Resistance, 53-77. 
58 Featherstone, “Perspectives,” 5-22. 
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Figure 7.  Patrizia Biondi, “A 72 Inch Screen and Australian Pineapples”, 2018. Industrial spray paint, gold 
leaf, discarded cardboard boxes recovered from the street. 
 
 
All of the boxes for A 72 Inch Screen and Australian Pineapples (fig. 7) were found in 
alleyways, where they were cast off as redundant.  Some of the cartons were so damaged that, 
after cutting the broken parts away, the only salvageable bits to emerge were small strips.  In 
the making process, as these pieces are gradually arranged around the pineapple box and 
become one with it, the remnants are turned into a whole object, thus the dignity lost through 
their obsolescence and abandonment is restored.  Here, as the parts are cut, placed, moved 
around and progressively configured, they evoke notions of disaggregation and aggregation, 
suggesting the rebuilding of human identity from consumer to maker.  Moreover, the 
sculptural quality arising from the overlaid multitude of strips, partially surrounding the 
flattened fruit box, conveys the impression of a frame.  This provides a reference to the 
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connection between art, commodification and the economy, harking back to the enquiry into 
art’s exceptionalism.  
  
Figure 8.  Patrizia Biondi, “Homo Industrious”, 2018. Industrial spray paint, discarded cardboard boxes 
recovered from the street and from hardware stores. 
 
 
As the material retains all the visual characteristics that define it as cardboard packaging, it 
unequivocally points to mass production.  This assertion is reiterated by the use of high gloss 
colours on some of the strips in A 72 Inch Screen and Australian Pineapples (Fig. 7) and on 
all of the surfaces in Homo Industrious (Fig. 8).  Like Warhol’s Brillo Box, then, the work 
utilises the very industrial processes that it critiques.  Therefore, the use of spray paints, the 
act of employing a cutting knife instead of a paint brush, and the use of cuts to mimic the 
painted line, render the object ambiguously discursive.  Such contradiction is symptomatic of 
the nature of artistic practice under neo-liberal capitalist conditions and it is this opacity that 
casts a shadow upon art’s exceptionality.  Art makes use of polluting materials, art makes use 
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of technology manufactured by exploited labour, art gets funding from oppressive regimes 
and art is exhibited in institutions financed by neo-liberal capitalist economy.59  Art in 
contemporary times is posited as entertainment, part of the now massive global culture 
industry - a sphere of capitalist production thus an item of mass consumption rather than the 
object of spiritual elevation once reserved for the appreciation of the educated.60  Art 
apparently belongs inextricably to the world of capital, raising the legitimate question of how 
it can effectively critique the dehumanising and unsustainable forces of mass production and 
mass consumption, which form the system that it is part of.   
 
Artist and writer Gregory Sholette argues that, in spite of the outward contradictions, artistic 
labour remains a political act, therefore a form of resistance, as artistic production is not 
subject to the same labour laws that dominate the capitalist market.  Specifically, as artists 
retain full agency in directing all aspects of making, including the amount of time invested in 
producing an artwork, they maintain ownership of their own effort, hence subverting capital’s 
exploitation of labour and rendering art production inherently anti-capitalist.61  Author Dave 
Beech furthers this theory by asserting that, although the economic structure is entirely based 
on the production of commodities, there are many artisanal fields that still thrive and are part 
of the economy, but are not commodified.  For example, hobbyists produce furniture or 
clothes for themselves or friends, but their labour is not alienated and the final product is not 
commodified.  Yet, purchasing materials is part of the economy.62  By the same token, when 
art objects are displayed in a museum they fulfil their ultimate purpose of giving enjoyment, 
but they do it for free, as the public can often appreciate them without paying. This gives the 
artworks a social value, but they are not alienated from the maker and, in this particular case, 
                                               
59 Hito Steyerl, “Politics of Art: Contemporary Art and the Transition to Post-Democracy,” E-flux Journal, no. 
21 (December 2010), https://www.e-flux.com/journal/21/67696/politics-of-art-contemporary-art-and-the-
transition-to-post-democracy/. 
60 Sholette, “Bare Art,” in Delirium and Resistance, 53-77. 
61 Beech, Art and Value, 4-5. 
62 Beech, Art and Value, 353-356. 
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they don’t have an exchange value.  Consequently, not only their economic exceptionality is 
declared, but their anti-consumerist stance is also asserted, as their free viewing defies 
commodification.63   
 
In the final analysis, then, art can be considered to be largely situated outside the ordinary 
modes of production, just as Marx stated, in spite of artistic oeuvres being, for the most part, 
commodified and some aspects of art production being part of the economy.  Therefore, 
given its economically exceptional status, art does, indeed, hold the potential to be 
discursively oppositional to the forces it seeks to critique, without being merely hypocritical. 
  
                                               
63 Ibid 
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CONCLUSION  
Consumerism is an oppressive ideological system designed to homogenise the population and 
predict collective behaviour, allowing the hegemonic powers to effectively govern in 
peaceful conditions.  However, in spite of such process of standardisation, the neo-liberal 
capitalist economy needs inequality to survive because it is an aspirational system, designed 
to constantly engender desire to perpetuate mass-production and sales, thus guaranteeing 
(unsustainable) economic growth.  Furthermore, to protect the continuity of mass-production, 
industries produce items that are assured a short life, factoring in obsolescence so the 
consumer constantly replaces them, shortchanging customers and showing no consideration 
for the consequences of frequent disposal.  Because of these dynamics, large portions of 
humanity are becoming increasingly alienated by the growing inequality, and the 
environment is becoming progressively depleted and damaged, both by unbridled production 
and consumer waste.   
 
Such conditions raise the alarm to modify how humanity views consumption.  One of the 
means to effect such change is by forging fresh identities and, consequently, return to a state 
of connectedness – with the self, with others and with the natural environment that we are 
inextricably linked to.  In this regard, art can be posited as one of the oppositional voices that 
can facilitate this change, by catalysing a different understanding of reality and, 
consequently, effect new subjectivities.  However, given that artists operate within the 
economic paradigm, it can be assumed that art making has also been transformed by 
capitalism.  Many artists have not only adopted technologies of production inherent to neo-
liberal capitalism, but they have also espoused the capitalist means of marketing themselves 
and selling their artworks in an inflated manner.  It stands to reason, then, to question such a 
notion that art can be a credible voice of resistance against this predatory economy that has 
established itself culturally and is now considered normal.   
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A response to this enquiry can be formulated by starting from the fundamental Marxist 
premise of human alienation via the estrangement of labour.  From here, it follows that 
artistic practice can, potentially, undermine the dehumanising forces of mass production by 
encouraging a connected, non-alienated self via the complete act of making.64  Furthermore, 
although art is exhibited, marketed, advertised, funded and often sponsored through and by 
all the institutions and means integral to neo-liberal capitalism, the act of making art still 
defies merely economic mechanisms.  This is because the artist’s labour is not commodified 
and is not subject to the same dominating exigencies of productivity, fragmentation, 
mechanisation and organisation that exploited labour is subject to.65  Even when artists 
outsource parts of the process, they still control production. Artists own the idea, the 
decision-making process and the final product, defying capitalist notions of commodification 
of labour and, as such, rendering artistic practice a political act. 
 
Moreover, although artworks are bought and sold like any other commodity, it can be argued 
that the value of art is set independently from other commodities, as the art market does not 
respond to ordinary economic mechanisms.  For example, the value of mass-produced objects 
can be controlled via strategies such as low production numbers or limited editions, but the 
items remain, nonetheless, industrial repetitions, acquiring a market value accordingly.  
Conversely, the artist can decide to increase production if there is demand, but each object is 
still a work of art in its own right and, therefore, its extra-economic value can be maintained, 
defying traditional mechanisms of commodification.66  Media and institutional focus upon a 
specific artist can also exert a degree of influence on the value of artworks but, ultimately, art 
totally defies capitalist exploitation of labour by acquiring value like no other commodity - 
                                               
64 Marx, “Estranged Labour,” in Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts. 
65 Beech, Art and Value, 9-21. 
66 Ibid 
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through the death of the artist.67  A factory can replace a worker, but the art world cannot 
replace a specific creator.  It is clear, then, that art operates economically and yet it is not 
fully part of the economic structure.  This asserts that, in spite of being a territory fraught 
with contradiction, art is an exceptional mode of production, thus confirming its power to be 
an oppositional voice.68  Art can, indeed, be an agent of resistance. 
 
 
                                               
67 Beech, Art and Value, 349-351. 
68 Ibid 
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APPENDIX A
 
Figure 9.  Patrizia Biondi, “Fraught to the Bone, Rot to the Core”, 2018. Industrial paint, discarded 
cardboard boxes recovered from the street and other media. Image #1 of 3 forming the body of work for the 
Sydney College of the Arts, University of Sydney, Bachelor of Visual Arts (Honours) Degree. 2.2m x 1.7m. 
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Figure 10.  Patrizia Biondi, “Jokers Are Always Right, But The Clowns Are All That’s Left”, 2018. Industrial 
paint, discarded cardboard boxes recovered from the street and other media. Image #2 of 3 forming the 
body of work for the Sydney College of the Arts, University of Sydney, Bachelor of Visual Arts (Honours) 
Degree. 2m x 1.7m. 
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Figure 11.  Patrizia Biondi, “Use No Hooks”, 2018. Industrial paint, discarded cardboard boxes recovered 
from the street and other media. Image #3 of 3 forming the body of work for the Sydney College of the Arts, 
University of Sydney, Bachelor of Visual Arts (Honours) Degree. 2.2m x 2.1m. 
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